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CHAPTER 1
THE PROBLEM OF PRINCIPAL SELECTION

Inctroduction

The quest for better methods of principal selection, like the
pcrailel quest in business for middle managers, is predicated on two distinc-
tively Amzrican beliefs: that leaders who have what it takes to face znd

vesolve the issues of their times really do exist, and that procedures

technnlogy that displays reliability and validity when properly used.

In response to increasing concerns about the selection of principals
and ir recognition of the great gaps in the knowledge base, the Natlonal
instiftute of Educatlon (NIE) has underwritten this study as part of its
larger research initiative on the principalship. This investigation of how
school principals are selected is the first nationa; effort to inquire
irto the means by which school districts actually choose school leaders. It
partakes of the ﬁeliefs described above, in that school boards and superin-
tendents welcomed our study because of the importance they give to those

selection procedures.

The study has beeh designed and executed in two phases. Phase 1
focuses on describing and characterizing common practices in principal
selection. Using a quasi-ethnographic method of inquiry, field research
teams closely investigated selection practices in ten randomly sampled
géographically diverse school di'stricts with enrollments of 10,000 or more
students. Following the field work, cross-case analyses of the ten districts
were conducted to reveal both variations and commonalities in selection

practice. (Methodological details are provided in the Appendix.)

Phase 2 1led directly from the findirgs of Phase 1, and focused on
describing and characterizing promising alternatives to common practices.

Through a nomination process, five districts were selected to represent three
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types of alternatives: (1) assesswment centers; (2) district-operated intern-
ships; and (3) especiaily sound or "exemplary" common practices. Fieldwork
and cross-case analyses for Phase 2 were roughly identical tc the methods

used in Phase 1.

The remainder of this report presents the results of our inquiry.
Chapters 2 and 3 focus on findings from Phase 1; chapter 4, on those from
Phase 2. Finally, chapter 5 offers conclusions and implications drawn from

the total inquiry.

This then is a report on how principals get selected for the
position in two samples of American public school districts. At first
glance, this subject appears to have high human interest value laced with low
significance for learning about the conditions under which the quality of
education may be improved for children and youth. Deeper reflection, which
this chaptéfiié ihtended tdrencourage, will discloselfather quickly} however,
the ways in which principal selection procedures illuminate those very

critical .conditions.

As a matter of common sense, the more tha- threé-hundred school
board members. school administrators, teachers, and parents we interviewed in
the course of this study all shared the conviction that we may not always
find what we are looking for whén we begin to search out men and women to
lead our schools, but if we know what we wént and how to search for it, our
chances of finding it are greatly improved. It is this sense that gives our
subject its human interest value--this intuited connection between our hopes
and the results that come from looking for leaders who will give them expres-
sfcn in daily practice. In this chapter, we shall explore this intuition by
summarizing historical trends and by fitting selection into the context of

knowledge about school improvement.

Historical Trends

The principalship in American public education is an occupational

position which has evolved gradually over the course of the last century



and a half as a concommitant of bureaucratizatiogb Bureaucratic organizations
are established when power holders in a society aépire to achieve goals in

the most rational and efficient manner possible (Weber, 1946). All the tasks
that the organization is expected to accomplish are broken down into small,
manageable units and assigned to specialized personnel, allowing the resulting

bureaucracy to cope with complex tasks and large numbers of people.

In pre-industrial America (1650-1812), only the largest academies

and Latin Grammar schools employed more than one teacher. All other schools
- —-—Were taught by a -single teacher who-cevered-all—the—subject—areas+—Academies——
had headmasters, but prinéipals did not materialize on the schoél scene
until well into the nineteenth century, when industrialization stimulated the
spread of schooling to the masses of children and youth and the introduction
of bureaucratic organizatidn. Katz (1971) has shown how both administrative
and’instructional specialists proliferated between 1850 and 1880. Dividing
Students by age and offering a planned variety of required subjects led
during this era to the evolution of the differentiated, bureaucratized staff

organized into a hierarchy of authority.

Expertise, séecialization, managerial control, and industrial
efficiency became the watchwords of public education in the years from 1880
to 1920. Franklin Bobbitt, a university instructor in educational adminis-
tration, wrote in 1913 of the "supreme importance of supfrvisors" for the
establishment of clear organizational goals and the coordination of efforts

to attain those goals.

Definite qualitative and quantitative standards must be

determined for the product...Where the material...passes

through a number of progressive stages .on_its way...t0.. —— oo
the ultimate product, definite qualitative "and guantita-

tive standards must be determined for...each of these

stages (p. 1l1).

The point of this trend was that administrators and teachers
alike were to be evaluated "scientifically," said the exponents of scientific

management who shaped the premises on which the newly emerging profession of

El{lC ) L
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school administration was forming (Callahan, 1962). From 1920 to 1960, then,
the modern principalship evolved into the school system equivalent of the
corporate industrial middle manager. In the Great Cities from San Francisco,
to Chicago, to New York, aspirants for the principalship took an ever-rising
number of graduate courses of study, understudied with a mentor on the job,

and crammed to pass the locally devised and controlled Principal’'s examinatio

For all of the contributions made by‘the bureaucratization of

public education--the greatest being the expansion of opportunities for the

O
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vast majority of children and youth--Callahan, Katz, Rogers (1969) and other
social scientists challenged its tendencies to deliver miseducation. As

anthropologist Murray Wax (1972) summed up the critique,

Schools fail because they are designed as
factories, and children organize themselves to resist
the imposition of factory norms and factory attitudes.
Schools can be operated successfully as if they were
factories, but only if the goals are that the schools
be custodial institutions whose educational orientation
is to do a minimal amount of training. Schools cannot
be operated successfully as factories if our goals are
educational and developmental, because for education
and development we require the active and enthusiastic
barticipatiori, not merely of the individual pup11 but
cf the society of the pupils. (p. 66) -

The analogies of bureaucracy and factory are obviously inadequate
for characterizing a public school system or a school. Weber (1946, p. 246)
remarked about bureaucracy and education, for e#ample, "Democracy takes an
ambivale: * stand in the face of specialized examinations. . .democracy fears

that a merit system. . .w1ll result in a perlleged caste. " '" Rhgers (1969)

" found the bureaucracy of the New York City Board of Educatlon incapable of

withstanding the challenges pcsed by the politics of desegregation on one
side and of militant teacher unionism on the other side. Schools may be
styled after factories, to be sure, but their students and staff engage in

activities which break up the consistency of the model.

Thus, civil rightists and unionists alike began to ask in QEQ 1960s

whether test-based procedures for selecting adminstrators really worked;



whether merit was identified, and whether the procedures were free from the

influences of patronage and cronyism.

Long after the advent in 1964 of the Civil Rights Act, whose
titles expressly forbade sex and racial‘discrimination, these challenges
persist. Women occupied more than half of the nation's elementary principal-
ships in 1939; but by 1979 they accounted for 83 percent of all elementary
teachers and only 18 percent of principalships. And, they held 47 percent of v
all secondary teaching jobs but onlyc4 percent of the principalships in high
and junior high schools. Racial minorities comprised\15 percent of the
teacher force bug_;;E;wghgga—E—;;;;;;E—SE_EBE‘B}TEEI§§I§th1nﬂH§£sschoglg\h“\#‘
(Pharis and Zachariza, 1979; Byrne, 1978).

The surveys cited above also show that nearly half of the nation's

currently employed school principals are men between the ages of 55 and
65 who entered the field of school administration_in‘the decade directly

- after World war II. Fe& states had firm standards for certifying principals
before 1955. Those that did simply required, with few exceptions, a teaching
certificate, three years of classroom teaching experience, and from three
to six courses in educational administration. As districts began to expand
rapidly to keep pace with the post-war baby boom, moreover, thousands of -

principals were appointed first and certified years later.

Many of those who ﬁecame principais did- so because of the income-
advantage. As the women principals;—most of them unmarried--retired from
tihie elementary schools, World War II veterans with wives and children to
raise took their places. Secondary schopl coaches had always been preferred

— _candidates for principalships_and for them, too, the money was better. In

the very biggest city systems the applicants found that both written and oral
examinations had to be taken to qualify, but cram books and tutors were

available for favored proteges and veterans got extra points.

As schnol districtg in 40 states have faced enrollment declines
and strained budgets alike since 1975, these trends in the status of principals

have taken an ironic series of turns. A new generation of better prepared,

Qo ' ' , . 1 ~
ERIC ’

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

o

state certified principal candidates was produced between 1965 and 1975. Until

recent years, these men were waiting in line.

The New York Board of Regents estimated in 1975 that the state
had a surplus of some 5,000 eligible principals waiting on an estimated 200

~vacancies per year. At the same time, rates of withdrawal from the competi®

tion began to accelerate because the pay differential between the 15 yéar
teacher and the principal had narrowed greatly under the impéct of teacher
union contracts. A differentia%;of less than a $1,000 began to seem unappeal-
ing, given the risin§ burdens of‘the principalship itself. In some districts
coping with extreme cutbacks in staff, moreover, unions have sécured agree-
ments under which principals cannot fall back upon their seniority gained
while teaching. In these, a new principal becomes a hostage to the fortunes
of school'éioéings;

c

White males stili game to .compete have also.begqun to feel the

effects of sex and race equity policies in the many districts where court

orders or state regulatory agencies and civic interest groups have forced
the principle of affirmative action into reality. Even where the principle
is hgnored only by symbolic gestures, the pathway to the principalship has

become less obvious and more strenuous a route than it was only. a decade

ago. )

Public Expectations =

Before 196§, the school principal was regarded by school board
members and parents. as the implementor of p&licies and rules set by the

board and superintendent.’ He maintained student discipline, listened fof and
conveyed the rules from "downtown," and presjided over the faculty and the
building. . S |

Studies of the nature of principals' work reveal Eoth the complexity
of the modern principal's job and how the role has changed over time. The
principal's role evolved gradually over a century from that ¢f the teacher as

soioist, to that of principal-teacher, to that of general-purpose building

~
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administrator. However, in the period since 1965, the once evolutionary
Process of specialization has exploded under the impact of extremei} rapid,
contradictory, and uneven rates of change. The priﬂéipal in 1913 served as a
line supervisor and as a middle manager. Today, the principal is expected to
Jjuggle several roles, performing in large school districts as educatiénal
program leader, administrative manager, community liaison specialist, agent
of the superintendent in implementing union contract clauses, and gatekeeper
of program change. So much has changed so dramatically in the realm of
expectations directed toward the principal, in other words, that their method
of selection has come to be a gensitive factor in determining both public and

Professional definitions of school system success and failure.

In 1974, the Select Committee on thal Educational Opportunity of

the U.S. Senate issued this statement about the role of the school principal:

°
2

In many ways the school p:incipal is the most important

and influential individual in any school. - He or she is

the person responsible for all activities that occur in

and around the school building. It is the principal's
leadership that sets the tone of the school, the climate

for learning, the level of professionalism and morale of
teachers and the degree of concern for what students may

or may not become. The principal is the main link between
the community and the school, and the way he or she perfcrms
in the capacity largely determines the attitudes of parents
and students about the school. If a school ig a vibrant,
innovative, child-centered place, if it has a reputation for
excellence in teaching, if students are performing to the
best of their ability, one can almost point to the princi-
pal's leadership as the key to success. (Emphasis added).

To further illustrate the complexity of the principal's contemporary

role, Weldy (1978) has identified the following roles which principals are

expected to play:

1. An Authority Figure - the principal as the one person °*
who has the most direct influence on a student--he or
she can set rules for tﬁem, can assign and schedule )
them, detain and suspend them, as well as the one person
who can expel them. ’

2. An Advocate for Students - since schools exist for
students, the principal must work vigorously in the

14
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school and community for the best opportunity, programs
and facilties for students.

An Educational Leader - in addition to their backgound
in education, a prlnc1pal is expected to demonrst -ate the
1eadersh1p skills necessary to lead his/her faculty and
students in pursuit of their school's objectives.

An Acknowledged Expert - good principals are expected to
be experts in the field of education and more specifically
in the field of adqlnlstratlon. Although they cannot

be expert in every subject area, they are expected

to be experts in the teaching and learnlng process.

A Decision Maker =~ the decision-making process in the
schools has evolved into one which is more participative -
than authoritarian~-teachers, students, parents, and
frequently members of the community have some input into
almost all major decisions that principals make. This
participative process is often confusing and frightening
to many principals--a dec151on rarely seems "right" to
all those concerned.

A Problem Solver = since conflict naturally arises in a
school, the principal must call upon his 3kills as a
mediator, compromiser and accomodator. Other problems
may require extensive study and research, gatherihg of
resources and calling consultants.

The Master Scheduler - the responsibility for developing
the master schedule directly affects more people in the
school than any other responsibility. The Master
Schedule of classes is the school plan that brings
students and teachers together in appropriate places for
instruction and educational activity.

The Disciplinarian - even if principals may not be
directly responsible for the administration of disci-
pline within schools, they are directly involved in
establishing the rules of behavior, the penalties *o be
applied, and the processes to be used.

The Goal Setter - a major responsibility of principals

is keeping their schools goal-oriented and working
towards accepted education goals. Other individuals--
teachers, students, support staff--see only one aspect

of the overall picture, and by focusing on those speci-
fic details, lose sight of the overall school goals.

The principal is responsible, for reminding employees in
the schools of the purposes behind the school's existence.

Other reseafchers have broken open these role expectations by

:examining in some detail the actual tasks and activities principals perform

PR i
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authors both confirm and clarify the complexity of the principalship, and the

role strains it entails.

For example, principals share many of the same values, perceptions
and commitments as teachers (Rosenblum and Louis, 198l). Yet, they Are
primarily administrators, and an'increasingly large amount of their time is
devoted to administrative matters. A typical princibal's day is long--
.generally lasting more than nine hours (Gorton and McIntyre, 1979), most of
which is devoted to the administrative/managerial tasks. Further, the work
of the principal is extraordinarily fragmented and varied; Morris and his
associates (198l) discovered that a typical school day may involve the pria-

cipal in anywhere from 50 to 100 identifiably discrete "pieces of Business."

Morris and his associates (198l) also found that these "pieces of
business" form a very complex whole, which requires principals to develop

sophisticated strategies for dealing with faculty, parents, and "downtown."

One of the most important aspects of the principal's role as an
educational leader is the communication and interpretation of school programs
to the community. Jacobson, Logsdon, and Wiegmah (1973) point out that,
while previously left largely to the superintendent, this function:has come>
to be performed by principals. As central offices become more complex, the
principal is gseen as the local interpreter of district policy. Ahd, as Barth
and Deal (1982) suggest, this function--as well as other critical aspects of
educational leadership--may well be an'expressioﬁ of a more generalized

leadership role demand: the need to manage symbols as well as realities.

Parallels With Middle Management

Many observers are beginning to suggest that the role of the
principal is quite similar to that of the middle manager in business (and
- other complex organizations, such as the military and governﬁént agencies),
for middle managers, like principals, serve a coordinative function. They
are less involved in the direct supervision of technical work than in coor-

dinating the work of a department or area to see tﬁat its work is related to

- . A
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the immediate objectives and operations of the 1af§er enterprise. Hennig and

Jardim (1977) delineate several roles which middle managers are expected to

play:

1. Technical expert - the middle manager must have a working
knowledge of requirements of other functions/areas.

2. Goal setting - it is the middle manager's job to break down
broader and longer term interdependent goals and set subgoals
for subordinates.

3. Planning - it is also the middle manager's job to develop
plans for the achievement of objectives.

4. Problem solving - anticipating problems and preparing
alternative solutions in advance.

5. Interdepartment liaison: middle managers must build bridges
and lines of comminication and support with other departments
whose operation is important to the successful functioning of
their own unit.

6. Information carrier - the middle manager must constantly
learn from others--peers, subervisors’and subordinates—--and
disseminate what she learns to her own staff as it aids their
job performance.

7. Gatekeeper for the informal system - the middle manager is
responsible for maintaining access to the informal network
of cooperation that "gets the job: done" without recourse to
(or in spite of) the formal hierarchy.

8. Delegator - middle managrrs are heavily dependent on
others. ' They must learr. to effectively delegate task
performance, including assessment of others' performance.

The parallel between these roles and those identified by Weldy (1978) for

principdls is evident.

‘The parallels between principals and middle managers in industry
and business have recently been drawn ever more finely by Yukl (1982). 1In a
major review aimed specifically at sifting the general managerial knowledge
base for its application to educational settings, Yukl found much (but not
total) similarity between principals and middle managers. He also suggests
that effective principals might share some of the same skills, behaviors,

tfaité:, and motivations as successful middle managerss:.

ERIC | e
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The hectic, fast pace of work for principals is similar to
that of most managers, and requires similar high energy and -
stress tolerance. The high frequency of interaction with
teachers, students, and parents enhances the relevance of
oral, persuasive interests and interpersonal skills such as
persuasiveness, tact, charm, empathy, and social sensitivity.
Need for achievement enhances a principal's motivation to
strive for academic distinction for his or her school.
Self-confidence, together with a personal vision of what can
be accomplished, induces a principal to initiate improvements
rather than merely wondering whether the system will allow
changes. A dominant, socialized need for power is likely to
induce a principal to seek out the enthusiastic involvement
and support of teachers in designing and implementfng new
programs, rather than trying to reshape curriculum and modify
programs in & directive, autocratic manner. {pp. 44-45)

These parallels and similarities in role suggest that the general
literature on managerial selection is useful for thinking about principal

selection.

We ‘cannot be sure that the parallel between school principals
and business corporation middle managers comes to much more than a convergence
of rhetoric about organizational 1eédership expectations, however, until
real comparative research has been done. In the meanwhile, we can only infer
that while'schools are most certainly neither factories nor business firms,
the duties being ascribed to both groups of administrators are replete with

rising expectations.

Effective Schools

The past five years have been ones in which these rising expecta-
tions have become particularized in education by a growing emphasis on the
pivotal role of principals in maintaining and shaping all types of school~-
based improvements in teaching and learning. Hall (1979), Edmonds (1979),
Brookover (198l1), énd Berman and McLaughlin (1978) have all contributed
evidence showing rather precisely how the principal can exert leadership in
ways that induce heightened effectiveness in a school's social climate,

discipline, instructional impact on learners, and student growth.

1o
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In their synthesis of research on effective schools, Purkey and
Smith (1982) explain that this research challenges previous research that
found student academic achievement to be mainly a by-product of family
background and other non-school influences. The more recent evidence suggests
that academic achievement is enhanced by such school-level factors as well-
defined school goals, staff training, a sense of‘order and good discipline, a
system for monitoring student progre;S, and by administrative leadership that

induces these factors by skillful facilitation rather than by fiat.

Gersten, Carmire, and Green (1982) have also reviewed this evidence

and concluded that

The portraits of charismatic, exceptional
principals...are likely to have a depressing effect...
While one can marvel at the talent, energy, and vision
of these few extraordinary individuals, it is clear
that most principals simply do not--and in all iike-
lihood cannot-~perform at the same level. Nor do the
majority of teachers and administrators expect them
to do so...Schools cannot wait for these knights in
shining armor to emerge. (p. 48) ‘

v

These researchers cite studies by Mazzarella (1977), Morris and

~ others (1981), and Wolcott (1973) which show that teachers do not perceive

principals as instructional leaders]of the sort cited by Edmonds, as well as
evidence that principals actually seldom function as such (Howell, 1981;
Lortie, 1975). They call for analysis of the tasks entailed in making a
school instructionally effective and then urge the point that these tasks may
be performed by a variety of participants: "Instructioral support functions
need not be carried out by the principal. 'Realistically, most schools will
need more than one person to adequately carry out all of these activities

anyway" (Gersten, et al, p. 49).

While the timeless debate over whether leadership is a set of
traits and skills or is a set of functions that cen as readily be distributed

across a group will continue to resound, the sustaineu >2arch for more

-effective schools has gathered considerable force. It has a strong parallel

in organizational studies in business aimed at improving productivity. The
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first brunt of that force is expressed in the call for more effective princi-

pals and middle managers.

The Technology (and Dynamics) of Selection

Given that principals are increasingly defikgd as instructional
leaders and that their roles and tasks are increasinglyfcomplex and demanding,
how are they chosen? Who becomes a principal and how do districts go about
the difficult task of filiing the job? These questions take their new

salience from this changing definition of effectiveness.

Since at least the eré of the Great Depression, big city and big
suburban public school principals have tended to be selected in a fashion
that was a mixture of intramural patronage and grooming for the position
through the early identification of classroom teachers and athletic coaches
by school administrators,:with some procedure for certifying, rating, and
ranking candidates through a combination of state certification and local
examination procedures. Large older cities such as New York and Buffalo, for
example, conducted written and oral examinations, devised by their own boards
of examiners, and maintained waiting lists of qualified candidates. In
Boston, a similar procedure was often overridden b§ acts of patronage exer-
cised by top administrators and by individual board members. Acting principal-
ships became the normal means for providing on~the~job conditioning and for
testing the loyalty of the principal to the campaign finances of politicians
(Dentler and Scott, 1981).

Thus, the historicgl trends in big systems over a period of 80
years resulted in the selection of principals who reflected accurately the
combined preierences of central office administrators and some school board
members, and those preferences emphasized examinable merit in one system at

one time and patronage criteria in another system at another time.
Between 1960 and 1975, as we noted earlier, these historical

selection procedures began to break down under the impact of teacher union-

ism, school edministrator unionism, civil rights legislation and activitism,

13
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and the rise of community and parent participation in shaping school policies
and practices. What had evolved as a set of relatively closed, intramurally
controlled and administered procedures could not be reconciled with changes

in the politics and programs of public education.

During the same period, as we also noted, a series of contrasting
and uneven rates of change transformed the prospects for attainment of
principalships by ethnic minorities and women. Desegregation plans imple-
mented throughout the Southern and border states displaced more than a
thousand black principals whose separate and inferior facilities were closed
or merged with previously white facilities, and administrator desegration
plans never kept pace with student desegregation policies (Haven, et-al.;
1980). Women were displaced or not replaced by other women in the course of
terminating girls' high schools and junior high schools, and very few high
school principalships other than these'had ever gone to women. Vice principal-
ships aimed at counseling and disciplining girls were also elimiﬂhted in the
course of sex desegregation. As salaries changed, men began to enter
elementary teaching and to predominate over women as candidates for elementary
princ;palships as early as 1955, further narrowing the range of available
opporﬁhnities (Kavelage, 1978). At the same time, schools and colleges of
education began to participate in preparing a mobile, journeyman's cadre of
increasingly professionalized and highly competitive candidates for the posi-
tion, constricting prospects for job~based, intramural promotion of teachers

from within.

For these reasons, then, the process of selecting public- school
principals has taken on ever-greater salience professionally and politically
overvthe past 15 yeérs- As the content of the role itse;fjchanged,_so
concern apoat who aspired to and attained it intensified yéar by yeér among
parents, teachers, administrators and boards, and faculties in preparing

colleges and universities. The principal and his or her selection came to

symbolize the spiralling cont:.:sversies over. public confidence in public
education, accountability, community control, union regulatioris, legitimacy
and equity in appointments to public office, and program innovation and the

delivery of services. The resulting confusion was reinforced by a barrage of
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studies and commentaries on the declining credibility of public schooling on
the one hand and the rising importance of the role of the building principal.

on the other hand.

In spite of these rapidly growing concerns about selection, the
knowledge base on the technology (and dynamics) of selection is thin at
best. For the most part, the research literature is largely confined to
local or state surveys of general district policies and procedures.” For
instance, DeFrahn (1973) surveyed New Jersey districts on recruitment and
selection of high school principals and discovered that written policies and
procedures were rare, superintendents were the key selectors, most principals
were selected from within the district, the interview was the most widely
used selection technique, and criteria for the job were more trait (e.g.
judgment, personality, character, ability to communicate) than skill oriented.
A similar survey was undertaken as part of report of the California State
Legislature (1977) and reached similar conclusions: selection processes were
generally ambiguous and imprecise. And, Poteet (1968) conducted a survey of
Texas districts' approaches to selecting elementary schoo} Principals, which
also documented loosely specified proéesses, superintendent control, and

heavy reliance on traits (e.g., honesty, loyalty, cooperativeness) as criteria.

A few researchers have. studied particular aspects of selection more
closely. Caldwell and Curfman (1979) investigated the effect of collective
bargaining environments on principal hiring and found positive relationships
between the tendency to hire outsiders as principals and the tendency to
engage in collective bargaining. Greenfield (1977) studied the exXperiences
of several aspiring principai candidétes at various stages of professional
development and candidacy to ascertain the means by which aspiring adminis-
trators are socialized to the role.. He found that school districts tend to
view the candidacy period és a aliVe“ test~-or means of assessing aspiraﬁté'
performances and suitability for the job of principal--and that candidacy
does have an important socialization function.

The practitioneruliterature on selection technology and dynamics

offers little more than the research literature. For the most part, the

o)
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genéral practitioner literature on selection is broadly descriptive, and

tends toward speculation about problems or very general prescriptions for

- improvements. Lund (1977) for instance, and Yerkovich (1969), both offer

very general prescriptions for steps in selecting a principal. Hawkins
(1969) makes a well turned, albeit speculative, case for administrative
restructuring at the building level to free the principal for instructional
leadership, and then allowing teachers to choose the "principal-educator."
Wagstaff and Spillman (1974) argue for considered and balanced application of
traits or attributes as selection criteria. Similarly, McIntyre (1974)
exhorts practitioners to improve and/or abardon bad selection practices
(failure to appoint women, dependence on interviews and rating scales) of
long and widespread-use. And, in an interesting departuré from the norm,
Howes (1978) and Hertz (1975) offer some practical advice to candidates,
which is revealing of the realities of the "hidden agendas" of the selection
process. ; o

The selection technology literature appeérs to be developing
somewhat more strongly i; regard to particular improvements or innovations in
selection. For instance, there is a growing body of literature on assessment
centers, as a psychometric technology for behavioral evaluation of candidates
along Spgcified skill dimensions. Finkle (1976)‘and Williamson and Schaalman
(1981) have recently provided comprehensive reviews of assessment center
reseafch and implementation in business, as well as their growing application
to educational settings. Schmitt and others (1981, 1982) have recently
conducted an egtensive validation study of the National Association of
Secondary Schoél Prihcipals (NASSP) Assessment Center. From the practitioner
side, basic descriptions of the NASSP center have been written by Hersey .
(1977, 1982), and practitioner reactions offered by several participants (Van
Newkirk, et.al., 1980; Jones, et.al., 1980; Lepard, et.al., 1980; and Hipps,
1980). ‘ '

Still others are'develOping a growing literature on district-run
internship programs. While these are usually thought of primarily as adminis-
trator éevelopment and training efforts, they frequently are central to the

principal selection process where they are in use. Some districts use
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locally run internships as a sort of intensified and systematized grooming
process for principal candidates, and may even require that all candidates
successfully complete an internship program. And, as Bailey and Warren
(1980) note, the general requirement of an internship for administrative
certification is becoming increasingly common. Good reviews of internships
ir general are provided 5y Adkison and Warren (1980), as well as Pellicer and
his co-authors (198l), whose treatment is somewhat more comprehensive. These
authors also see increasing use of internships as central features of princi-
pal development (and, by implication, principal selection). From the practi-
\ tioner side, much has been written about the NASSP Administrative Internship
Project for example (Trump, 1970), which was the largest secondary internship
program ever developed and which included several hundred interns in several
hundred schools. Local districts havevaISQ begun to produce reports on their
internship programs and the roles they play in principal selection (Buford,
1982; Arnold, 1982).
\ ) . The literature on principal selection offers no hint of th some
districts choose to adopt a selection process improvement such as ai assess-
ment center or an internshlp, or even make less costly and sweeping improve-
men£s of their prlnc1pal selection processes. Nonetheless, this is a very
lmpogtant question, for it has implications for efforts to improve principal
seleé@ion. The more general literature on district change efforts is somewhat
helpfdi, although it is very limited in its applicatién to principal selec-
tion because it focuses on change related to school-level educational programs
of vary%ng nature and scope, while principal selection is, of course, an
administf§tive activity. Further, educational program implementation occurs
at the boé@om of the district hierarchy and is in the hands of teachers. 1In
contras;, Sfincipal selection belongs to the top of the district hierarchy,

and engages ‘the most powerful actors in the system.
\

\
In Qum, the literature on the technology and dynamics of principal
\
selection per ég typically offers only the broadest of speculations and
descriptions. fnsofar as we could discover, there are no studies or reports

of actual lnstances of prlncxpal selection. There are surveys of district

administrators on Rbe general topic (e.g., DeFrahn, 1973); there are tightly

\
\
\
\
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focused and small-scale investigations of restricted perspectives on one
particular aspect of the process (e.g., Greenfield, 1977); and, very rarely,
there are anecdotal descr’ptions of some of the "hidden agendas" and dynamics
that lie beneath the surface (e.g., Howes, 1978). However, at best, this
literature provides only tantalizing glimpses of small, isolated slices of
the process, and serves as an incompiete stimulus to conjecture. It can be
considerabl} enhanced, however, by the far more developed literature on

general managerial selection.

Parallels in Middle Manager Selection

The increasing importance being ascribed to principal selection
is powerfully convergent with developments in American business. There, the -
M.B.A. degree has begun td serve as a screening requirement for identifying
middle management candidates who can be trained to rise in corporate responsi=-
bility, and even hotel and restaurant management trainees are expected to
have bachelor's degrees in.bgsiness manégement.
9

- The language of selection is also very similar. Whether insideré
or outsiders are considered, the se{gction decision is widely perceived . as a
series of steps or hurdles through wﬁigh apblicants pass (Dillman, 1967). At
each step, a few wore. applications are E' eened out and eliminated from

furthe; contention. The complexity of a selection process may range from a

- ten-minute interview and a superficial review of a brief application blank to

a highly involved series of performance evaluations over several months. The
procedures may also vary across and within organizations from job to job,
depending on circumstances such as organization size and level, geographic
location, statutory and labor contract provisions, affirmative action and
equal opportunity requirements, and the hierarchical levels of the job to be
filled (Yoder & Heneman, 1974). Regardless of the many variations, however,
the generai'management éelection process typically can be broken into several
steps. (Few organizations use all the steps, sinéé they consume significant
amounts of\time and money. Moreover, several steps can be performed simul-

taneously.)

29
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The first step is the development of selection criteria or the
formal or informal definition of characteristics desired in candidates for
the position. When Steger (1972) reviewed studies of successful managers, he
noted two ways of defining criteria: (1) to seek for a particular mixture of
personality characteristics or motivatipn patterns in tﬁe candidate; or (2)
to seek to measure aptitudes and skille known to be associated with general
managerial success (such as intelligence and administrative skills) and the
particular job in question. Campbell and associates (1970) reviewed the same
literature and concluded that 30 to 50 percent of the variance in management
effectlveness could be explalned in terms of personal gualities like "high
lntelllgence, good verbal skills, effectlve judgment in handllng managerial
51tuatlons.-- and organizing skills, dispositions toward interpersonal
relatlgnshlps, hard work, being active and taking risks, and temperamental

qualities. . .

Busxness organizations develop their own deflnltlons and criteria

‘of success" that fit the task, the work situation, and the managers or poten-

tial managens available. The organization's adherence to'§¥merit, as opposed
to a patronaée, system of filling vacancies will also have a substantial
impact on thezselectiOn criteria. Use of the latter type of system emphasizes
interpersonal and political connections,: sometimes at the exbense of profes-

sional background and expertise.

The second step involves some sort of preliminary review to elimi-
nate those candidates that are obv10usly unfit for the position. Application
blank checklists, preliminary lnterviews, sorting of resumes, and brief tests

have been used in the preliminary screening process (Stone and Kendall, 1965).

i Third, applicants who survive the preliminary screening are given a
more thorough review of background and reference checks. Resumes and letters
of recommendation are compared with previously established selection criteria.
Background checks and biographical information methods are useful because
they attempt to gather information on past job-related behavior, which is
more likely te predict future behavior than tests and other paper-and-pencil

evaluation mechanisms (Campbell et al., 1970). However, the rating of

n .
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previous education and experience may be more diffienit than rating tests

because of problems such as standardizing the evaluation process, securing

equal performance by the examiners, and handling different combinations of
)

-

education and expartise.

The fourth step subjects serious candidates to various forms of
employment examinations, such as selection tests, interviews, and assessment
centers. Selection testsuhave historically been used quite often in employee
selection procedures, and considerable knowledge about their efficacy has
accrued. General intelligence tests, personality inventories and temperament
tests have all been appraised for their contributions to management selection
decisions. Ghiselli (1966) and Korman (1968) focused on intelligence tests,
while Guion and Gottier (f9653 studied éersonality inventories. Typically,
these researchers found that tests were inadeguate predictors of effective-
ness for higher level managers and should not be used as the only source of
data for the selection decision. A joint surveykby the U.S. Office of
Economic Opportunity, Department of Labor, and the National Civil Service
League in 1970 found that only 54 percent of state and local governments
conducted any test vaiidation, and most of these governments limited such,
validations efferts to only, a few agencies (Berkley, 1975). One recent study
found that the use of tests in personnel selection is declining, and that
they are most.frequently used for clerical jobs rather than management

positions (American Society for Personnel Administrators, 1977).

'The personal interview is the single qostffrequently used device
in managerial selection. Almost invariably, it is used along with other
o selection methods, but if only one method is used by an organization, it is

likely to be the personal interviey. The interview has several purposes.
Primarily, the interviewer seeks to determine the applic¢ant's level of

: maturity, ability to persevére, and level of self-discipline. The inter-

‘ viewer also looks for the right attitude, knowledge, and skills‘needed for
success on the job. Whiie the interview is a highl} shbjective approach to
selection, and vulnerable to the .skills and biases‘bf the interviewer, it is
a relatively inexpensive method.: Generally speaking, it has many shortcomings

and inadequacies, but it can be helpful lf it is focused on the interviewee s

2
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behavior and performance, rather than his personality (Webster, 1964; Carlson,
1973).
\

Assessment centers are also used in managerial selection. This
method of examination was developed during wOrla War II and was used by the
Office of Strategic Services (0SS) to select intelligence officefs. Indivi=~
duals to be assessed or selected are brought to a facility and given tests -
and interviews as a means of evaluating deveioped abilities, potentials,
strengths and ;eaknééses and motivation. The testing, which can be adminis-
tered by trained laymen, lasts for periods ranging from dhe day to a week.
The types of tests and simulations utilized can include management games,

éroup discussions and activities, in-basket activities, pen and pencil

_tests, personality tests and other activities. Candidates are generally °

assessed in groups as a means of observing their ability to interact in group
situations and to maximize the number of persons assessed. Some of the
typical management dimensions eva}uated ;n assessment centers-are‘leadership,
decision-making ability, oral and written skills, and écholastic aptitude.
Although assessment centers are expensive, most studies support them as the
most effective method of managerial selection (Huck, 1973; Bray and Moses,
1972; carleton, 1970; Craig, 1976).

The finak‘step is the employment decision. Following.the rating of
the examinations, S list or register of candidates who possess the requisite
qualifications is usually compiled. From this list the final selection is
madé, though the nature of the final selection'prqcess is still problematic
and rather myqﬁerious. It is perhaps at this last step that the organizatiomal
dynamics that underlie the technology come-: most overtly into play. Both
managers and researchers agree that no matter how it is structured, this
final step ié ﬂighly political and can become very emotional, depending cn
the zeal of any participating actor or group in the advocacy of a particular
candidate.h

Both the research and practitioner'litera£ure on principal ‘selection
exhibit intriguing parallels to the general literature.on manégerial selection.

Like other organizations in their search for managers, school districts
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struggle with questions of trait vs. skills criteria; appointment from within
vs: recruitment from outside; ~andidate examination methods; and the nature
and of the final employment decision. And, some of the educational litera-
ture tantalizingly hints at éven deeper parallels among the forces and agenda
beneath the surface of the managerial selection process. qu instance, can
the appointment of a principal be any less fraught with political considera-
tions than that of a middle manager, given that school districts are public
institutions? Certainly the conventional wisdom among practioners—--which as

Barth and Deal (1982) point out, remains largely untapped by researchers--

would have it that a principal appointment is if anything even more "politicall®

In sum, the literature as a whole suggests several points to

""keep in mind as we look at principal selection:

s

(1) The nature of the principal's work is complex, crqss-préésured,
and increasinryly subject to role strain; hence the inherent
difficulty of the selection task is intensified.

(2) The state—-of-the-art in principal selection appears to be
rather primitive. The literature does not suggest that
principal selection in general is characterized by modern

i personnel methods.

(3) The state—of-the-art in managerial selection appears
to be more advanced, and offers some helpful models for
conceptualizing and studying principal selection.

©

(4) There are attempts underway to improve in principal
selection, many of which borrow directly from advances in
middle managerial selection (e.g. assessment centers).

(5) There is insufficent knowledge about the circumstances that
underlie either principal selection or middle managerial
selection. However, there is enough information to suggest
that organizational factors are of central importance to the
shape, nature, and ultimately the outcome of the process.

————— S



CHAPTER 2
THE SELECTION PROCESS

In Chapter 1 we outlined the purposes of this inquiry and traced
the topic's connections to related issues and research literature. This
chapter presents our findings from Phase 1 of our investigation, which
examined in detail 30 principal selections in ten randomlj selected, geograph~
ically diverse school districts of at least 10,000 students. Before present-
ing our findings, however, we offer a brief discussion of some of the larger

issues that were central to cur inquiry.

The Issues

Public school principals in the United States are drawn from the
ranks of schoPl teachers. If the duties of principals were at base identical
to those of teachers except that principals were obligated to supervise their
peers, and if all teachers were somehow rendered equally competent, then it
would not matter much who was selected to be the "head teacher™ or be first
among peersS. We begin with this hypothetical not only because it imitates -
the historical origins of the principalship but because it clarifies the;
issues treated in this study.

!

The first multi~classroom public school in the United States was
the Quincy Grammar School, erected in Boston in 1847. Multi-grade,‘single
classroom schools operated by a single teacher (sometimes with a helper)
dotted the American landscape from 1650 to 1920. In these, the teacher was
the principal. Even the terms principal and headmaster denote the long
history of the mo&el of principal as head or master teacher. As our review
of the literature sﬁggests, it is only when the duties of principals evolve~-
when they both expand and differentiate away from teaching-~that we become
concerned about selection. Teaching competency colors this picture, to
be sure, for no one wants the head teacher to be less effective than her
peers. Still, the issue that emerges as the role evolves is the issue of
competency, not as a classroom teacher or as a teaching supervisor, but as a

multi~-purpose education leader.
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if anything, about merit? How do they explain the way they go about seeking
it, if they say they do? Do they believe that some candidates have the

ability to increase the educational =ffectiveness of some schools?

We wanted to learn whether ideas about merit and merit-based
principal selection varied greatly across the communities we sampled or
whether variation was small because these are universal standards that
pervade school systems. Above all, we avoided imposing on our respondents
some set of external standards, since meanings attached to the ideas of

merit vary in substance and in pertinence to the selection process.

. Local school systems deal each year with a great variety of issues,
which are defined as such by a fluctuating variety of constituencies and
interest groups organized within and between those constituencies. We were
therefore determined to study the issue of merit as it did or did not come up
from within dynamic local contexts. We were aware before we viéited any
community, for instance, that leadership merit of one kind or another might
be of local concern in some constant, backstage sense, but that this concern
might be subordinated for practical purposes arising from those issues that
occupied center stage in any one year. Or, if not subordinated, merit
concerns might have to bend with the winds of budget, program, and facility

issues.

The operative definition of merit, we expected, would be shaped in
part by who participates in the selection process. Therefore, the issue of
merit was examined in the light of the range of types of selectors. The
actuai range might be determined, however, not by a theory about how wisdom
about finding merit is distributed but by very divergent considerations such
as scope of authority of sﬁperintendents, board member changes and agendas
for re-election, or teacher union-board relations, to name but a few possi-
bilities. Administrétive control, efficiency, or efforts to avoid intergroup
conflicts might dictate one kind of selection participation and prevent

another kind, quite apart from:effect on merit concerns.
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Sﬁill concerned with merit, we found some personnel administrators
who believe that job holders are powerfully and enduringly affected by the‘
terms and conditions under which they were selected and appointed. Our
inquiry tested this in the course of interviews with principals. A principal
who has good reason to believe she was selected for some purpose other than
to enhance the effectiveness of her school may nevertheless work toward this
goal, but often and sometimes only after she has invested in the primary
purpose. Indeed, it is more likely that the candidate who is appointed
will be the ohe who appea~s most disposed to fulfill the purposes of the
selectors and to remain faithful to them for years, even after other condi=-
tions have changed. (We interviewed one urban high school principal, for
example, who explained that he had been appointed three years earlier and
had received only one directive from the superintendent in all that time.
The school had suffered from a series of fights between white and black
students. He was told "to cool it, put a lid on, and keep it on." He
introduced severe discipline and met his assigned task within four weeks.
When we asked himxwhy the enrollment had declined by half and why classrooms
and hallways had such an empty and dulled atmosphere, he agreed amiably and

replied, "I'm waiting for more instructions.")

Therefore, we designed our study to investigate these and related
issues that lead up to the point of pri